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ABSTRACT ’
: The assunptions of sociolinguistics are contrasted
'uith those of its more static predecessors in light of their
potential for bearing on educational problems. The focus on
variability with regard to sex, age, style, socioeconomic status,
race, education is more akin to the dynamics of the linguistic and

educational setting in which a c¢hild finds himself than structural or

generative grammar were. This focus on variability gets to the heart
“of many school problems involving writing, reading, and talking. It
- bears on perplexing questions about hov to delimit styles, how to
~effect acceptability in the language of others, how people set
themselves off from each other through language, and how suptle
variation between spoken and: writtern language forms can cause
problems in composition or reading. In the past, native language
teaching has had to deal with these issues, Lut it has never ‘before
- had the tools to do so. Sociolinguistic information can be used to
rethink the education of teachers and the development of realistic
instructional materials and techniques. Yet the effort is likely tp

"7 be stymied unless careful attention is given to the lack of -

credibility of linguistics which past crimes have fostered, to the ,
~dynamics of educational change, and to developing lsss hostile

~ attitudes toward education among sociolinguists. (Author)
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ABSTRACT

Sociolinguistics and Education: |
Promise and Problems in The Seventies
Tho s 2 iite)
“Thigpaper-contrasts-the assumptions of sociolmguisticshwith those
of its more static predecessors in light of their potential for bearing on educa-
tional probléms. The focus on variability with regard to sex;' age, style, so-
“cloeconomic status, race, education is more akin to the dynamics of the 1lin-
guistic and educational setting in which a child finds himself than structural
or genorative grammar were. This focus on variability gets to the heart of
many school problems involving writing, reading and-talking, It bears on per-
plexing questions about how to delimit styles, how to effect acceptability in
the language of others, how people set themssalves off from each ,oth‘er through
lgngtlége) and how subtle variation between spoken and written language forms
can cause problems in composition or reading. In the past, native language
teaching has had to deal with these issues) but it has never before had the tools
to do so. ' _

Sociolinguistic information can be used to rethink the education of -
teachers and the development of realistic ingtructional materials and tech-
niques. Yet the effort is likely to be stymied unless éareful attention is given
to the lack of credibility of linguistics which past crimes huve fostercd, to
the dynamics of educational change and to de;eloping)less hostile attitudes

toward education among sociclinguists, (/? wt Ko
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Sociolinguistics and Education:
Promise and Problems in The Seoventies

Two of the most difficult problems for the schools to deal with, as
far as language is concerned, are deeply ingrained in the agsumptions of edu-=
cational the'ory 'and practice, Both problems are patently obvious to those
who recognizé them but amazingly elusive to teachers, It is difficult, if not
cruel, to say that certain flelds have inherent biind spots but this appears to
be the cage with respect to education, These assumptions are:

1. That if two different systéms oxist in a culture, 2ne is necess:tily
derivative of the other or inferior to if.

2. That there are no degrees of rightness or wrongness and that all
student answers are either clearly one or the other,

Much of what linguists have been trying to say to educaiors in the past has
falled on deaf ears partly because of the linguists' failure to understand the
depf:h and complexity of these beginning assumptions, Like the educators

" themselves, we have assumed that because we tell thum something, they havs
learned it, Even more heinous, we have assumed that because we have managed
to get them to repeat our wisdom back to us, that they understand what they are
saying when they say it,

Linguists have meade at best only small inroads toward the remcdiation
of these two beginning assumptions. Part of the reason for our lack of progress
has been that the field simply had litile to say about wither igsue, However long
-the concept of cultural relativity has existed, we have come close to universal
failure in communicating it to é\dug:'ators. Perhaos 1t was because they were so
busy building their own apology that they failed to disgnose the crucial underly-
ing attitule accurately, The second agsumption, invelving the right-wrong po=-
larity, was long ignored in linguistics and, therefore, expectg}tion,of influence
~ from linguistics to education might be predicted only in the p:a.;t few years. |

It is the thesis of this paper that the agsumptions and practices of so-
ciolinguisfics have a greater potential for bearing on these and other education-
al problems than did any of its theoretical predecessors or compatitors. The
‘current interest in disco}%ering sociolinguistic systems and subsystems;has led
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ug to useful metaphors to utilize in speaking with educators, We can now ‘talk
-about social dialect systems of equality and appropriateness, a topic which can
be made to be real and reasonable to school teachers, rather than using the old

© eross-language metaphors (e. g. French is as good as Swedish), We are begin-
ning to be able to convince some teachers, at least, that a child develops a set
of linguistic repertoires to use in oping with 1life and that one is not necossarily
always superior to another (e, g. it may actually be inappropriate to play football
in standard English). If such progress continues, the entire panoply of variability
(sex, age, style, status, race, education, etc,) niay be opened for healthy exam-= |
ination and application in the schools,

The right-wrong polarity system is a school problem which is also open-
ing up, A sense of continuum, only vaguely comprehended in the earlier stages
of social dialectology, 1s now beginning to surface in sociolinguistics, The rela=
tionship of language variation to creolization is emerging as a ciucial issue of
our time and tlﬁevelopment of new ways of analyzing language variability is a
new coyept in the field, Static grammars of any kind, descriptive or generative,
are béing seen as inadequate and the reslity and power of social dialectology
s/ ms to be growing., The usual school correct~ or incorrect-polarlty attitude .

/ toward error-making is seldom valued in the schools, and teachers seem to feel

that they must always correct any errors that their children may make, This is
incredibly short sighted, since not all errors are alike and many evidence more
creativity and cognitive ability than the presumed ccvrect ones. My son evidenced
such creativity once when csked where Australia got its neme, He pondered a
minute, reflecting that the country was settled by prisoners who were ostracized
by the British, and explained that the name, Australia, was derived from the
word ostracized. It was a creative answer which just happened to be wrong, The
classic example of a virtuous error is the widely-told story of the physics student
who, when asked how to measure the height of a building using a barometer, re-
plied that he would go to the owner of the building and say, "If you',ll tell me hovf
tall your building is, I'll give you a barometer', Children experlﬂment with lan-
guage in much the same way. They try new combinations, they hypercorrect,
they regularize irregular verbs and many other croative and highly cognitive
schemes, Perhaps the schools vrould do well :to recognize different types of
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- errors for what they frequently are --evidence of high intelligence. It is easy to
see how the study of sociolinguistics, with its focus on the whole range of potential
language variation and its functional bases for establishing appropriate forms=
selection, would‘have more to say about this problemn than static linguistics has

, hiét’orically offered, Such variation is at the very heart of our discipline and the

~ applications are numerous and sigaificant. But this was not always the case,
“About a decade ago, certaln linguists first began to gee the study of social dia-
lect as axpotenti’ally fruitful area for impioving the condition of Blgck ¢hvﬂdrenv |
in ghéttobs. Somethihg needed to be done and it appeared thé.t other disciplines
were handicapped in a number of ways from being of immediate usefulness.
Educational theory, with its focus on abstract models and techniques geemed

“to lack a phynical content or subject matter in which to actualize itself. Pgy~
chology, with its stress on invigible or semi-vigible entities such as attitudes -
and motivations, also seemed to need a physicai locus as a peg on which to hang |
~ its hat, Linguistics, with its stress on invariant rules and absiract deep Sfruc- .k
ture, had wandered far from real languago use in real life contexts, Perhaps

it is characteristic of all disciplines that beginnings are:found in the real con-
flicts of life but that dévelopment involves the processes of abstraction, theory
and supra-real generalization, This is probably as it ought to be, For lin-
 guistics, «t least, the heavy emphasis brought by Noarm Chomsky ard his fol-
lowers was on the abstract, the universal and the theorotical, And, linguiétics
needed the respectability of theory if it was to survive as an academic field,

In fact, over a decade later, it now seems clearly evident that such a focus

may have saved linguistics as an academic field, But such changes almost al-
ways bring over~reactions and over=-indulgences. In a concentrated effort to

find universals, one tends to ignore particulars. In an effort to find underlying
rules, one tends to overlook interesting patterns on the surface. In an effort to
state the importance of a solid theory, one tends to say that anything else is
trivial, | |
~In linguistics, the one-sided dominance of such an approach began to
crumble when it became clear that the more we learned about the universals
of language, the less likely it was that a grammar could ever be written,
Spsculative arguments ovsr the best ways of deriving surface features from
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deep structure began to take on the appearance of academic game-playing. Nothing
was verifiable (except through rationality) and variability was swept under the rug
and called uninteresting. Annual meetings of The Linguistic Soclety of America
gradually turned from their formerly broad concern for language in its psycholo-
‘ gical, historical, social, educational, geographical, physiological and theoreti-
cal states to language (grammar, in particular) as theory almost exclusivaly, A
drift of members developed from which the organization is only now beginning
to recover, vAnthrOpological linguists, psycholinguists, applied linguists and
even historical linguists began to drop-out and to give their papers at 'more con-
genial and specialized meetings, f :
Two things began to bring about a change in this state of affairs. One

was the general broadening of interests which began to develop in the sixties,
leading to new kinds of interdisciplinary studies. The second was the development
of interest in problems faced by minority peoples, especially in the schools.
Linguists began to take an interest in urban language and to understand that past
methodologies were no longer viable. New data-gathering techniques were re- L

quired and new znodes of analysis were needed. Meanwhile, lingqists who had

been interested in language variation as it is found in the creolization and pidgin-

ization of language algo began to apply their knowledge to urban social dialect
' particularly the. urban, northern, Black, often providing important historical 3
backgnounds for language change and offering analytical insights brought about S
by their perspectives. The general focus, of course was on variability, not -
- on abstraot uniformity and the critical measuremont point was provided by the i
k variability offered by Vernacular Black English¢ It was thought of as an area =

o - of educational attention. : It was thought to be an inte resting source of study by
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suggestions for changing the speech of Black children to match classroom norms, 1
Later, this approach was to be criticized as wiping out the child's culture. Equal-
ly serious was the attack by linguists that teachers had not analyied the language
accurately (if at all) and had stressed the teaching of insignificant features rather
than critcial ones. It took a year or two, but the analysis of Vernacular lélack
English was gradually carried out, making use of Black scholars whenever pos-
sible, but usually by whites alone. These studies have also been subjected to
“attack, frequently by Black scholars who can see errors in the analysis cr who
object to the fact that they were done, in the main, by whites. Their attack fre-
-quently asserts that whites can never know how Black English really works;
that this is just another case of whites trying to belittle or hold back Blacks by
_calling attention to weakness rathor than strength, that not all Blacks talk that
way or that the white analysts have improper or self—serving motives for study« ‘
Ing (exploiting) Blacks. Conservative school people have attacked such studies ‘
as permissive and generally contributing to the "anorthing goes" philosophy which

presumably characterizes linguists anyway. Lastly, linguists have attacked each .

i other's analysis for various reasons (quite predictably in a field which fosters
- such behavior), : c ; ~ SR g
o Historically speaking, it is reasonably safe to observe that linguistics

has had, at best, only a minor inﬂuence on native language education in the United } S

States. Some language arts programs are beginning to stress linguistic plural- ,’

" ism and to ‘place proper value on language variation, but rnuch if not most, oi‘
o the focus of the linguist in American education in the past has been negative.
2 'I'hat is he has chosen to address himself to what is wrong with the system as it i

s rather than to involve himself in the question of what constructive contribution
'f]he can make to the i‘ield.‘ The structural 1inguists' attack on tradition
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Kallied themselves together to produce an alternative utrategy for the application
¢ . of linguisties to school problems, the revolution from within linguistics began to
discredit any potential application. Gene rative grammariens tended to focus
_their potential usefulness on language universals, deep and surface structure re-
lationships and rules which generally characterized the innateness of native lan-
i guage. No one can doubt the ugefulness of such study to linguists, psychologists,
i sociologists, anthropologists and philosophers, but one might seriously question ’
‘ iﬁ;the useftiness oi‘ such information to elementary and secondery school children.
-‘To put it another way, one might seriously ask what good it will do a child to k
~learn how to verbalize about what he has already learned how to do, The gene-

ral concerns of the teacher are to help children learn to write, read and speak
better, The teacher might seriously question how information which explains
iy extant competence might contribute angwers to these problems. . Nature.lly,
i teacher might be expected to kncw these things, for it is her responsibility to |
s lknow many things related to how a child has acquired his language how language ‘

s - problems can be accurately diagnosed as well as the theoretical underpinnings of gf[j;

language production, but there is little reason“fto expect children to improve their
, writing, reading or speaking by studying how it 1s they know what they already "
o know. , It may contribute to their general knowledge of the universe but it is un-. Zr =

!f{_r'i;,likely to have the immediate impact expected by the schoclrocm. e
- With the relatively recent developments in sociolinguistics we have come;
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developments appears to be, once again, promising evidence of the applicability
of linguistics toeducational problems, and an enthugiasm and optimism much
like that of the early days of struotural and generative grammar 18 once again
upon us. ’ '

L Talking

S Betore the recent research on Vernacular Black English began, language

"variation was searcely considered ag a topic in the teaching of oral language in the
: «classroom. Pra-school language programs fcllowed a deficit model. , 'I‘he follow— ,‘: o
- ing descriptive brochure is iliustrative- el '

o In order for children to achieve in school they must
learn the language used in school, . ,the role of the tea- .
‘cher of young.children in fostering the development of
- good language skills i especially important. ~He must
- realize that language competence i a ‘necessary first (
 step in. intellectual deVelopment. As a child learns
- more language, he progresses in-his ability to think Lo i
' symbolically and abstractly, - Without sufficfent lan-, ' el
guage development the ehild's“conceptual deve nt
will be inhibited, 2 .

_ ’»"Frequently it was claimed that inadequate language meant the absene,,_» ,of_ ;a,,cept

school language and the first step tcward learning required the acquisition °f school
English. ~ To be sure, the battle with this position has not yet been ‘won,. .b“t the -
, ‘advent of the study of Vernacular Black English contributes greatly to, ",:5 'eventual

i demise. The whole foundation of compensatory education might have been chal enged

by attacks fmm sources other than language, but there can be little dou,

‘fthe effectiveness of the charges of linguists in this issue. | Perhaps rnos:} effective




s ~ might otherwise be too abstract to be observed, It hag been difficult for ex- o
1L l ties and are clearly distinguishable from non-Black culture. 9 Since Vernacular L

room, The subject of Vernacular Black English is at least known to the gf:era,
Hs ,~'public and, although methodologies, materials and phﬂosophical underpinnings

*

8w :

gested that we try to develop a kind of bidialectalism, Then it was said that b~
dialectalism was algo racist and that what was really needed was to change the
attitudes of the majority to accept linguistic and cultural pluralism., Programs
. for the schools have been developed for eradication- ~agsimilation theory and
for the bidialectal approach7 but nothing. to my knowledge, for the latter,

In general although it is still not clear exactly what the schools can

or should do about the speech of the students, it is fairly obvious that the study
of social dia‘lects has pmvided a positive thrust to the discussion. One serious
~question, still’ unanswered involves whether or not children can even bo taught
to add to their speech repertoires or to wipe out their vernacular speech
~ (This does not mean that they can't learn it; only that they can't be taught it )

~ Indirectly, however, it seems that the schools are benefitting from the issue.

'Soeial dialect has provided a physical observable focus for an issue which

ample, to identify aspects of Black culture which are agteed upon by authori-" o "

s Black English has both qualitative and quantitative differences from ot her
10 ‘

it provides a more physical focus, With such a focus, many questions ot‘ .
xgroup identity, cultural pluralism and style can be elearly addressed in the class~z '

: ‘fj ~are far from settled, the question of language variaticn is clearly on"”h’ doc ke'
'Tj{a'for eventual consideration. S Lhosl o e ,
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3. Develop beginning materials in Vernacular Black Engltsh.

4, Develop beginning reading materials which systematiCally avoid the
migsmatch of Vernacular Black English to standard English written
materials,

5. Make use of the Language Experience Approach.
~To date, there has been little reason to support any one of these approaches
, indivldually. " Research has been hampered by inordinate negative, public reaotion : f,
_ ,to any. attempts to implement number 3. Number 1, the standard, historieal ap- i' o
o - proach, has never been proved to be supportable. Some progress 1s being made |
- on number 2 but the road has been, and will continue to be, slow and r'ocky. Num- : 3
~ ber 4 has been implemented in only the most indirect fashion to date, - Number 5 iy
;has been restrioted by the average teacher's dlfficulty in writing down exactly
4 what a chlld says rather than what she thinks he says or what ehe mlght wi"h he
f'_.ha.ds‘aid‘. : 'g e IS O R Gl e
Regardless of the apparent 1nconc1usiveness of the ebove; hyp ,
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;It was discovered for example, that by changing mox_igrel to eur in one question in

:’one reading test. the scores of West Virgiuia white children could be increased by |
‘ as much as three months on the scale of reading~age. 14 Areas of general linguis- e
,tic and contextual ambiguity not rcleted to Black anlish were pointed out by L
‘White ma‘n,15 aud Sullivan in their studies of The California English‘ nd The

_Iow 'I‘est of Basic Skills, reeneetively. To be sure, specialists i

Equally iuteresting;i_s that this

14 tion is not quite that; unenlightened.
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poses, to a number of different people. Variation in language cen be seen to be
he‘ fantasticelly complex tool with which degrees of subtlety can be effected, tone
an bﬁe manipulated and poetry ean be produeed. A few years ago we seemed to
1ave anted everyone to talk and write altke. , Today even the most peeeimietto

To' this”point M‘we have addressed ourselves to‘the ways ‘in which sool ’
=f'llnguietios can offer concrete relevance to education. It would be foolieh, how

,ver, to claim that beoause eociolinguietios ls closer to school probleme 1n co '
:ept, research and potentiel the.t the wedding will take place. s Occaeionally the
f‘feducetional system will look to "outslders" for advice but to assume lmpleme
_tation of that advice one must become, as it wers, pa_rtvof the-esy_tablieh,y_i‘ent'
"'l“he"lineffectiveness of the ‘major eritics of’\education : lh'o ad cate its complete
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, If the preceding analysis is accurate. the tactic for establishing a. temper_”fi
o for innovation must be carefuily and solidly built. Sociolinguists who are con= i
,;‘_cemed about education must go to education rather than to let education come to
"'ﬁ’them. But not only must they go to edueation, they must also become eccepted o
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